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This  pamphlet  was  developed  under  a grant  funded  by  the 
National  Highway  Traffic  Safety  Administration. 


Fuel  shortages  and  rising  vehicle  costs  have 
dramatically  adjusted  our  driving  habits. 
Drivers  are  moving  from  large,  fuel-hungry 
vehicles  to  smaller  more  fuel-efficient  cars  and 
trucks.  The  United  States  Department  of 
Transportation  estimates  that  by  1986  more 
than  half  the  cars  in  use  will  be  small  cars. 

The  transition  into  smaller  vehicles  requires  a 
conscious  mental  adjustment  whereby  we  must 
recognize  that  our  visibility  is  reduced  and  the 
application  of  defensive  driving  skills  is  para- 
mount to  our  survivability  on  Montana’s  roads 
and  highways.  This  booklet  identifies  some 
areas  of  special  concern.  We  hope  you  find  it 
helpful.  Best  wishes. 


Ed  Argenbright 
Superintendent  of 
Public  Instruction 
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Small-car  driving: 

A new  experience 


Introduction 

The  trend  toward  buying  and  driving  small 
cars  is  a reality  of  American  life.  Total  sales 
volume  of  small  cars  has  increased  dramatical- 
ly. As  American  drivers  began  switching  to 
small  cars,  auto  manufacturers  increased  their 
production  of  “smaller-sized”  models. 

We  are  now  seeing  advantages  of  the  small 
car.  As  a driver,  you  already  know  that  your 
fuel-efficient  vehicle  offers  many  advantages 
including  large  fuel  savings  and  the  conve- 
nience of  easier  maneuvering  and  handling. 

As  the  large  gas  guzzlers  slowly  disappear, 
you  will  find  it  necessary  to  change  many  of 
your  old  driving  habits.  To  do  this,  a re- 
education in  defensive  driving  skills  must  oc- 
cur. Because  the  car  of  the  future  will  be 
shorter,  narrower  and  lighter,  drivers  will  be 
faced  with  learning  new,  improved  driving 
skills  for  better  protection  on  the  roads  and 
highways. 

You  must  constantly  practice  good  driving 
habits.  In  order  to  avoid  an  accident,  you  will 
have  to  depend  on  reflex  action— there  won’t  be 
time  to  think  about  it! 

Hopefully,  the  information  presented  in  this 
pamphlet  will  help  alert  you  to  the  special  skills 
needed  for  driving  safely  in  a small  car. 
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Using  Seatbelts 

Wearing  seatbelts  is  vital  to  your  safety  in  any 
vehicle.  Because  the  smaller,  fuel-efficient  car 
provides  less  structural  protection,  you  should 
use  seatbelts  at  all  times. 

Lap  belts  alone  are  not  sufficient.  The 
smaller  dimensions  of  the  interior  make  it 
critical  that  you  wear  both  lap  and  shoulder 
belts. 
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Handling  and  Maneuvering 

As  a new  small-car  driver,  you  should  be 
aware  of  the  differences  in  handling  and 
maneuvering.  If  you  have  been  driving  a 
smaller-size  vehicle  for  some  time,  you  may 
remember  the  false  sense  of  security  you  had  in 
the  beginning. 


Learn  about  your  car.  Become  familiar  with 
the  “smaiiness”  and  always  avoid  feeling  over- 
confident. 


Power 

Reduced  power  of  some  small  cars  may  cause 
problems  in  passing,  road  entry,  and  lane 
changing.  If  a car  engine  is  smaller,  power  can 
be  affected  by  such  options  as  air  conditioning. 

Drivers  of  cars  with  less  power  need  to  pay 
particular  attention  to  things  such  as  moving 
into  the  traffic  stream  from  a standstill.  A gap 
in  traffic  that  would  be  perfectly  acceptable  for 
a safe  merge  in  a more  powerful  car  might  not 
be  safety-acceptable  in  a smaller,  less  powerful 
car. 
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Being  Seen 

As  the  trend  toward  smaller  cars  and  heavier 
trucks  increases,  remember  that  seeing  and  be- 
ing seen  among  the  mixture  of  various  size 
vehicles  may  require  special  things. 

With  the  small  car , eye  height  is  different. 
For  example,, seeing  around  larger  vehicles  for 
passing,  road  entry,  lane  changing  can  be  more 
difficult  for  you. 

Even  when  you  can  see,  the  other  driver  may 
have  difficulty  seeing  your  small  vehicle.  Keep 
enough  space  around  your  car  to  allow  you  to 
see  other  vehicles  and  for  them  to  see  you. 

For  night  driving  and  when  rain,  fog  or  snow 
requires  it,  your  headlights  should  always  be 
used.  Some  small-car  models  are  equipped  with 
a special  dimmer  switch  that  flashes  the 
headlights  (when  lights  are  off)  for  signaling 
oncoming  vehicles. 

Car  color  is  also  important  in  making  your 
small  car  visible.  Certain  colors  can  help  to 
make  your  car  more  easily  seen. 

Establishing  eye  contact  with  the  other 
driver  can  often  help  in  anticipating  the  next 
driving  maneuver. 


For  example,  in  the  illustration,  the  small  car  is 
following  a standard  car  through  an  intersection 
where  an  oncoming  car  is  waiting  to  make  a left 
turn  across  the  path  of  the  small  car.  The  small 
car  is  partly  hidden  from  view,  which  means  that 
the  driver  may  be  getting  ready  to  turn  left  as 
soon  as  the  first  car  is  through  the  intersection, 
pulling  directly  into  the  path  of  the  small  car. 
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Braking  and  Tires 

In  a small  vehicle,  brakes  and  tires  can  give  a 
different  “feel”  of  handling  from  that  of  a large 
car. 

Remember  to  use  your  brakes  carefully. 
Panic  stops  and  sudden  movements  can  occur 
if  you  are  unaccustomed  to  driving  a smaller- 
size  vehicle.  Improper  braking  can  often  cause 
a “spin-around”  effect.  In  particular,  front- 
wheel  drive,  which  some  small  vehicles  have, 
may  cause  a different  feel  in  driving  and  brak- 
ing. 

Your  tires  can  also  affect  driving.  Difference 
in  size  and  air  pressure  can  make  the  small  car 
more  susceptible  to  skidding,  potholes  and 
other  roadway  problems.  Water  on  road  pave- 
ment can  especially  affect  tire  traction.  This 
hydroplaning  effect  increases  the  chance  of 
skidding. 
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Road  and  Highway  Design 

Most  roads  and  highways  have,  in  the  past, 
been  designed  and  constructed  with  standards 
based  on  use  by  large  vehicles.  When  driving 
your  small  car,  you  must  be  especially  alert  to 
this.  As  more  small  cars  appear  and  the  larger 
automobiles  become  more  rare,  construction  of 
roads  and  highways  will  begin  to  change. 

For  now,  however,  you  must  use  extra  cau- 
tion. Because  they  were  designed  for  larger, 
standard-size  cars,  such  things  as  concrete  me- 
dians, road  signs,  roadway  curves  and  other 
highway  road  structures  should  always  be 
regarded  carefully. 

The  illustration  shows  how  the  impact  of  a 
concrete  median  on  a small  car  differs  from  that 
of  a large,  standard-size  car.  The  concrete  bar- 
riers can,  instead  of  redirecting  the  vehicle, 
cause  a roll-over  effect  with  small  cars. 

It  is  obvious  that  eye  height  for  the  standard- 
size  car  driver  is  much  higher  than  that  of  the 
small  car  driver.  This  means  that  being  able  to 
see  signs,  objects  and  other  roadway  instruc- 
tions is  much  more  difficult.  Seeing  in  time  for 
a safe  stop  may  be  greatly  impaired. 


Windblowing 

Naturally  because  of  their  size,  smaller 
vehicles  are  more  easily  affected  by  wind  cur- 
rents. Winds  from  large  trucks  or  weather- 
related  winds  may  cause  unsteadiness  when 
driving. 

Always  be  alert  to  this  wind  current  problem 
for  your  small  car.  Maintain  a steady  grip  and 
be  prepared  for  the  effect  of  winds. 
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Intimidation 


When  driving  your  small  car,  you  may  feel  in- 
timidated at  times  by  the  larger,  more  powerful 
vehicles.  Being  surrounded  by  the  mixture  of 
large  automobiles,  trucks  and  other  vehicles 
can  naturally  be  frustrating. 

Drive  carefully  and  always  be  confident,  but 
cautious.  Remember,  there  is  no  absolute  right- 
of-way.  In  an  accident  involving  a larger, 
heavier  vehicle  and  a small  car,  the  smaller 
vehicle  is  likely  to  sustain  the  greater  impact. 


-8- 


Following  Distances 

Often,  drivers  of  small  cars  tend  to  maintain 
shorter  following  distances  than  drivers  of 
standard-size  cars.  Trucks  and  larger  vehicles 
behind  you  may  also  misjudge  your  small  car 
and  follow  too  closely.  This  can  cause  problems 
in  traffic. 

You  must  adjust  to  the  following  distance 
that  is  safe — both  in  front  and  behind. 

The  two-second  rule  can  be  useful  in  deter- 
mining a safe  following  distance  for  your  car. 
By  counting  1,001,  1,002  when  the  car  in  front 
of  you  passes  a certain  mark  such  as  a sign 
post,  you  are  following  too  closely  if  you  reach 
that  point  before  the  count  of  1,002. 

Check  your  mirrors,  watch  for  blind  spots 
and  always  be  alert  to  the  presence  and  actions 
of  other  drivers. 
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Rideability 

You  may  find  that  you  are  more  prone  to 
driver  tiredness,  particularly  on  long  trips  in  a 
small  car. 

When  driving  on  long  trips,  it  is  especially 
important  to  avoid  driver  fatigue.  Stopping  to 
rest  can  help  to  make  a more  pleasant  trip  and 
most  importantly — can  help  in  making  the 
driver  alert  and  less  susceptible  to  accidents. 
This  is  especially  true  if  you  are  traveling  with 
small  children  riding  in  child  restraints. 


Communication 

Use  of  signals  when  driving  your  small  car  is 
very  important.  Signaling  at  all  times,  as  with 
any  vehicle,  is  mandatory  in  making  sure  your 
car  is  visible  when  stopping  or  turning. 

At  night  and  particularly  when  driving  in 
rain,  fog  and  snow,  the  small  car  can  be  less 
visible. 

The  small-car  driver  should  pay  close  atten- 
tion to  signals  and  use  of  headlights.  It  is  also 
important  to  always  be  alert  to  the  other 
driver’s  action s.  By  doing  so,  you  will  be  able  to 
drive  defensively! 

Special  care  should  be  taken  when  driving  at 
night  and/or  in  the  rain  to  assure  that  the  small 
car  is  visible. 
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Overcrowding 

The  “smallness”  in  size  of  your  car  can  be  a 
problem  when  transporting  passengers.  Often 
drivers  overcrowd  a small  vehicle  with  too 
many  people.  It  may  be  especially  tempting  to 
squeeze  in  too  many  children  for  a short  ride. 

When  driving  a small  car,  be  careful  not  to 
crowd  in  too  many  passengers.  Every  person 
should  have  a proper  restraint,  and  you  should 
never  exceed  your  vehicle  capacity. 

Remember,  too,  that  overloading  with  lug- 
gage or  other  traveling  items  can  be  dangerous. 
Loose  items  in  sudden  stops  can  become  flying 
missiles. 
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Interior  Adjustment 

Frequently,  you  will  find  a different  “feel” 
when  getting  comfortable  for  driving  in  the 
small  car.  Adjustments  are  important  in  help- 
ing adapt  to  the  interior  design,  particularly 
with  the  closeness  of  the  body  to  the  front  dash. 

All  drivers  should  make  proper  adjustments 
when  preparing  to  drive  any  vehicle,  large  or 
small.  Always  check  such  things  as  seat  ad- 
justments, the  feel  of  pedals,  clutch  and  brakes, 
headrests,  steering  wheel,  gearshift  and  other 
interior  items. 

The  driver  should  be  sure  not  to  sacrifice  the 
driver  position  for  backseat  comfort  of 
passengers. 


Altering  Vehicle  Design 

Some  small-car  owners  may  be  tempted  to 
change  the  small  vehicle  by  adding  or  removing 
items  on  the  car  such  as  oversize  tires,  special 
lights,  custom-built  engines  and  other  things. 

If  your  small-car  design  has  been  changed,  be 
sure  that  it  still  meets  safety  regulations.  Also, 
remember  that  changes  in  your  car  may  cause 
the  vehicle  to  handle  differently. 
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Driving  Tips 
to  Remember 


1 . Always  wear  both  lap  and  shoulder  belts. 

2.  Remember,  children  should  ride  in  a child 
restraint. 

3.  Find  a happy  medium  between  over- 
confidence  and  over-cautiousness. 

4.  Remember,  small  cars  are  often  less 
powerful. 

5.  Watch  for  difficulty  in  seeing  and  being 
seen. 

6.  Pay  special  attention  to  use  of  headlights 
and  signals. 

7.  Avoid  sudden  quick-like  maneuvers  while 
driving. 

8.  Remember  that  roads  and  highways  were 
not  designed  with  the  small  car  in  mind. 

9.  Watch  for  the  mixture  of  various  size 
vehicles. 

10.  Pay  attention  to  following  distances  in  the 
flow  of  traffic. 

11.  Watch  for  driver  fatigue  on  long  trips. 

12.  Be  alert  to  the  presence  of  bicycles, 
pedestrians  and  motorcycles. 

13.  Never  drive  while  under  the  influence  of 
alcohol. 
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14.  To  take  advantage  of  your  fuel  savings: 

• drive  within  the  speed  limit 

• keep  your  car  tuned 

• avoid  excessive  engine  idling 

• drive  smoothly  and  at  a steady  pace 

• avoid  slamming  on  brakes 

• keep  the  appropriate  tire  pressure 

• use  air  conditioning  only  when  neces- 
sary 

• plan  carefully  to  minimize  the  number 
of  short  trips  made 
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Distributed  by: 

Office  of  Public  Instruction 
Ed  Argenbright,  Superintendent 
State  Capitol 
Helena,  MT  59620 


